ABSTRACT The PERFECT constitutes a puzzling category for typologists, historical linguists and formal semanticists alike. Is it a tense? Is it an aspect? Which grammatical forms qualify as PERFECTS? What is the core of the PERFECT meaning? This short paper suggests that progress can be made if we start using the wealth of digitized language data that has become available to uncover the semantics of the PERFECT through its contextual usages across languages.
Language data and linguistic theory
An unparalleled amount of language data has become available over the past decade, but it is no easy matter to approach this material with appropriate linguistic research questions. If we learn to mine these data, we can develop linguistic theories that account for the ways in which the meanings encoded in language structure arise from language use in communication. This paper presents the beginning of a data driven case study in cross-linguistic semantics, namely the communicative usage of forms that look like PERFECTS.
Features of the Present Perfect
It is well known that the PERFECT displays rich cross-linguistic variation to the point that it has been characterized as a synchronically and diachronically unstable category (Lindstedt, 2000) . The semantic core of the English Present Perfect is reference to an event that took place at some indefinite time in the past, the experience of which (1a) or the result state of which (1b) has current relevance (Portner, 2003; Ritz, 2012 The characterization of the perfect as conveying a past event with current relevance also underlies its typological definition in Dahl and Velupillai (2013) . According to Reichenbach (1947) , the Simple Past and the Present Perfect both locate an event in the past, but differ in the perspective on the past event. The Present Perfect views the past event from the speech time, whereas the Simple Past shifts back to the past, and locates the reference time at the event time. We find the same restriction on time adverbials in a language like Spanish (2c) (Schaden, 2009 ), but the examples in (3) illustrate that counterparts to the Present Perfect and the Simple Past both combine with time adverbials in Dutch (Boogaart, 1999; de Swart, 2007) : When I met / *have met her yesterday, she looked / *has looked at me in a condescending way.
As observed by Löbner (2002) and de Swart (2007) , German and French PERFECTS can be used to convey narrative progress, and indicate a sequence of events in configurations like (5a).
In line with Reichenbach's characterization of the PERFECT, the English Present Perfect is not used for narration (5b). Accordingly, it is not an anaphoric tense-aspect form, unlike the Simple Past (Partee, 1984) . There is surprisingly little literature dealing with the discourse function of non-narrative, non-anaphoric tenses. Nishiyama and Koenig (2010) So, the study of translations reveals important insights about cross-linguistic variation. It provides a way to empirically test claims that have been made in the theoretical literature on distributional patterns and restrictions on interpretations. It also reveals the distribution of labour between PRESENT PERFECT, SIMPLE PAST and SIMPLE PRESENT, as translators will switch to different forms to convey the meaning of the source language in the target language. So this means we don't need to study the PERFECT in isolation, but can study it in contrast to other tense-aspect forms that are available in the grammar. The competition-based approach is even more attractive when we place it in a multilingual setting.
A plea for multilingual datasets
From the examples in (7) and (8), we might infer that the English Present Perfect has a narrower distribution than its French counterpart. But (9) illustrates that the English Present Perfect has a wider distribution in other contexts: So far, we used translation data to compare PERFECTS in the source language, and check their translation in the target language. The triplet in (9) is the outcome of a different strategy whereby we search for PERFECTS in any language (source or translation) in a multilingual corpus. The English continuative PERFECT appears in the translation (9b), even though the French source text uses a SIMPLE PRESENT (9a), which the Dutch translator maintains in (9c). The comparison of multiple languages gives us a broader perspective on the competition between different tense-aspect forms, so there is a clear advantage to using multilingual datasets.
This strategy may lead us to stumble upon data that we weren't specifically looking for. For instance, we know that the resultative meaning constitutes the core of the perfect (cf. (1b)). But the example in (10) shows that it can also be conveyed by the English Simple Past:
(10) a.
In case you hadn't noticed, we just got a confession.
Falls es ihnen entging, er hat gestanden.
c.
Si vous ne l'avez pas remarqué, on a des aveux.
The triplet in (10a-c) appears in a multilingual corpus consisting of subtitles of television programmes and movies. It illustrates that the same temporal configuration can be conveyed by the SIMPLE PAST (10a), the PRESENT PERFECT (10b), or the SIMPLE PRESENT (10c). We classify (10b) as an instance of the resultative PERFECT, which is confirmed by the French translation that picks up on the result state only by using a SIMPLE PRESENT.
It may come as a surprise that the English Simple Past conveys a result in (10a), because this has been viewed as the core meaning of the Present Perfect (cf. (1b) There is an extensive literature on already, but in its temporal use, there is consensus that it is an aspectual operator that scopes over an imperfective sentence, that is, a state or an ongoing activity (Löbner, 1989; Mittwoch, 1993; Van der Auwera, 1993; Michaelis, 1996; Smessaert and ter Meulen, 2004) . Under this analysis, de Swart (2013) argues that we expect English event denoting verb phrases to be compatible with already in the Past Progressive or the Present Perfect (as illustrated in (11b)), but not the Simple Past (11a). Such patterns are easily found, though, and confirm that the analysis of the PERFECT implies a many-to-many mapping between forms and meanings. That is, the same form (e.g., the English Present Perfect) can have different meanings, and the same meaning (e.g., result) can be conveyed by different forms.
Conclusion
In this short paper, I aimed to show that cross-linguistic semantics can benefit from taking into account naturalistic data that have become available on a large scale. More tools are becoming available for linguistics to search monolingual, parallel and multilingual corpora, and compositional semantics can benefit from these new developments to account for the negotiation of meaning in communicative contexts. Such an enterprise would suit Bożena Rozwadowska very well, I think. I greatly admire her work for its fine-grained empirical observations (especially on Polish) and their implications for linguistic theory. I hope these new data oriented approaches will help us to produce results that live up to her standards!
